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P L A C E S  T O  V I S I T  
N O  MONASTERY CAN BE WITHOUT A LIBRARY, AND THAT OF 
MONTSERRAT IS OUTSTANDING. IT CONTAINS 250,000 VOLUMENS, 
400 INCUNABULA, 220 EGYPTIAN PAPYRI AND 200 MANUSCRIPTS. 
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ontserrat: a name that is es- 
pecially evocative for al1 
those who have visited Barce- 
lona and -as nearly always happens 
have taken advantage of a free day to 
make a quick trip to this spot which is 
only about fifty kilometres from the ca- 
pital of Catalonia. Whether or not you 
are familiar with Montserrat, won't 
you come with me, reader, on this flying 
visit? 
As we set out from Barcelona, espe- 
cially if we are lucky enough to have a 
clear day -which isn't easy, I must say- 
we are suddenly- surprised by an elon- 
gated mountain standing straight up 
from the surrounding plain, and which 
appears strangely cut off at its summit. 
Do you know that in Catalan -the lan- 
guage of this country- Montserrat 
means precisely "sawn-off mountain"? 
The people themselves gave it this 
apt and evocative name. Then legend 
changed it into a mountain sawn off 
lovingly by the angels to make it into a 
palace for the Virgin. Jacint Verdaguer, 
a great Catalan poet, recounts this le- 
gend iii the Virolai, the most famous 
hymn of Montserrat, and one which al1 
Catalans know: 
"Mth  saw of gold the angels will cut 
Those hills to make You a palace" 
Montserrat is a Marian shrine; without 
any doubt the most important in Catalo- 
nial- its national shrine. The foreign vi- 
sitor must be aware that for any Cata- 
lan you may meet, Montserrat is  his own 
beloved shrine, whether or not he is a 
Catholic, or even a believer. 
History tells us that Oliba, Bishop of 
Ripoll, founded a small monastic coeno- 
bium there in 1025 A.D. All the kings 
and queens of Catalonia and the saints 
of this land have visited Montserrat. 
Those from other countries have also 
come here, such as the Emperor Charles 
V, or Saint lgnatius Loyola, the founder 
of the ~esuits, who, after his pilgrimage 
to Montserrat, wrote at its foot (in the 
city of Manresal the famous book of 
Exercicis Espirituals. And during the 
endless night presided over by General 
Franco (1939-751, when the words li- 
berty, democracy and Catalonia were 
either outlawed, suspected or distorted, 
those who loved these things found 
shelter at Montserrat, and because of 
this were suspected, slandered or per- 
secuted. How many secret meetings 
were held in the monastery of Montser- 
rat during those years! 
The fact is  that Montserrat is a moun- 
tain, an image of the Virgin -a beautiful 
Romanesque polychrome sculpture of 
the end of the twelfth or beginning 
of the thirteenth century-, a shrine and 
a Benedictine monastery. 
No monastery is without a library, and 
the one at Montserrat is outstanding. It 
contains 250,000 volumes, 400 incuna- 
bula, 220 Egyptian papyris and 200 
manuscripts. Add to this the archives, 
with 6,000 parchments, 10,000 written 
documents from the thirteenth to the se- 
venteenth century, and 28,000 from the 
eighteenth to the nineteenth century. 
We must make special mention of the 
Llibre Vermell, written and illustrated 
over a period of more than 200 years 
(fourteenth to sixteenth centuryl, and 
of historical, geographical, astronomi- 
cal and musical interest. It is even of 
great importance in such a specialised 
discipline as the history of religious 
dancing! 
Speaking of books, did you know that 
as early as 1499 there was a printing 
press at Montserrat, in the charge of 
two German typographers, less than 
fifty years after its invention at Guten- 
berg? With such a long tradition it 
should not surprise anyone that the pu- 
blications of the monastery are still 
thriving. iet  us leave aside the great 
learned collections, and mention only 
the translation and publication of the 
Bible in Catalan (editio maior and editio 
minorl, and the publication of Qüestions 
de vida cristiana, one of the most im- 
portant theological magazines, which 
was started in 1958, and which nurtures 
the religious culture of the Christian elite 
of the country. As its title suggests, it 
does not deal with learned questions 
(not that it avoids them either), but with 
those raised by present-day Christian 
life, and it is naturally open to al1 geo- 
graphical and cultural influences. 
In a Benedictine monastery, the liturgy 
is of great importance. Montserrat pos- 
sesses, apart from this, (and from as far 
back as the thirteenth centuryl a singu- 
lar institution which is  the oldest of its 
kind in Europe: the Escolania, made up 
of 50 pueri cantores, which has been 
and still is an excellent school of music, 
and which has given concerts through- 
out Europe, and even as far away as 
Japan. Of course this would be impos- 
sible without an excellent musical tradi- 
tion -the School of Montserrat- with 
such famous musical exponents as Joan 
Cererols (eighteenth centuryl. 
We have even more: a biblical museum 
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I of the ~ea;'East (with archaeologicai 
finds from Mesopotamia, Egypt, ~áles- 
tine and Cyprus), an excellent art ga- 
llery (works by Berruguete, Zurbaran, 
Ricci, Caravaggio ... 1 and a new collec- 
tion of paintings by Catalan masters of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
All of these are well worth a visit. 
After al1 I have said, it is not surprising 
that the Benedictine community is 
group of exceptional interest. Aman- 
these monks are to be found excellent 
musicians, a school of bibliologisi 
founded by the legendary figure of b. 
Ubach, and importqnt theologians. This 
year Evangelista Vilanova has suprised 
the specialised circles of Europe an 
 mer rica with the Historia de la ~ e o l o ~ i a  
cristiana (History of Christian Theologyl 
~ublished in Catalan. and now bein 
iranslated into ~rench] English and Spc 
nish. The community also includes philc 
logists and historians as well as mour,- 
tain climbers and mountain-rescue wor- 
kers. This last may surprise you, but no 
Catalan would find it strange as the 
community of Montserrat is one of the 
most highly esteemed in Catalonia. The 
monks there do not live shut up in their 
monastery, but are intimately involved 
with the Catalan people, and at its ser- 
vice. If you go there yourselves, you will 
be able to see that this is true, and that 
the monks are outstanding examples of 
their country and its church. 
If Montserrat is indeed al1 this, it is not 
surprising that it has so many visitors. 
And it is not a recent thing: in 1900 
30,000 visitors were recorded, and in 
1975 there were more than a million. 
The majority of these go to spend the 
day, but some stay for four or five days, 
or even a week. Some go on the pilgri- 
mages organized by many parishes in 
Catalonia, whereas others go on their 
own account. Besides hotels and camp 
sites, there are small furnished apart- 
ments suitable for a family or group of 
friends. There are shops which sell 
food, of course, and many other servi- 
ces: record shops, restaurants, self- 
service restaurant, garage, post office, 
bank, etc. 
Perhaps you might ask what a family 
would do in a monastery for so many 
days. But you have seen that Montser- 
rat is not only a monastery. Visitors can 
take part in the divine services, talk to 
the monks, or visit the art gallery. At 
one o'clock they must not miss the Salve 
sung by the choir, and for which the 
church is packed every day of the year. 
They can also go for walks on the 
mountain, which offers many delights to 
the explorer. Those less energetic can 
take the .funicular railway from the,2mo- 
nastery to Sant Joan, or the cable car to 
Sant Jeroni (the highest peak is 1224 
m). Both are splendid vantage points 
from which the visitor can gaze over a 
large part of the Catalan territory, 
stretching from the Pyrenees to the Me- 
diterranean.. 
For a Catalan, going to Montserrat is 
like going home. Situated more or less 
in the middle of the country, this singu- 
lar mountain -geology, vegetation, reli- 
gious life, history, present reality- is a 
symbol of Catalonia. A living and multi- 
faceted symbol. 
